Let Us Now Praise Famous Orcs: Simple Humanity in Tolkien\u27s Inhuman Creatures by Tally, Jr., Robert T.
Volume 29 
Number 1 Article 3 
10-15-2010 
Let Us Now Praise Famous Orcs: Simple Humanity in Tolkien's 
Inhuman Creatures 
Robert T. Tally, Jr. 
Texas State University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore 
 Part of the Children's and Young Adult Literature Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Tally, Jr., Robert T. (2010) "Let Us Now Praise Famous Orcs: Simple Humanity in Tolkien's Inhuman 
Creatures," Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic Literature: 
Vol. 29 : No. 1 , Article 3. 
Available at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol29/iss1/3 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by 
the Mythopoeic Society at SWOSU Digital Commons. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Mythlore: A Journal of 
J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and 
Mythopoeic Literature by an authorized editor of SWOSU 
Digital Commons. An ADA compliant document is 
available upon request. For more information, please 
contact phillip.fitzsimmons@swosu.edu. 
To join the Mythopoeic Society go to: 
http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm 
Mythcon 51: A VIRTUAL “HALFLING” MYTHCON 
July 31 - August 1, 2021 (Saturday and Sunday) 
http://www.mythsoc.org/mythcon/mythcon-51.htm 
Mythcon 52: The Mythic, the Fantastic, and the Alien 
Albuquerque, New Mexico; July 29 - August 1, 2022 
http://www.mythsoc.org/mythcon/mythcon-52.htm 
Abstract 
A careful study of “the orcish question,” in which the author investigates their behavior, conversations, and 
interactions with other races in order to propose some challenging conclusions about racism, souls, and 
Tolkien’s purpose in creating orcs the way he did. 
Additional Keywords 
Race and racism in J.R.R. Tolkien; Tolkien, J.R.R.—Characters—Orcs 
This article is available in Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic 
Literature: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol29/iss1/3 
L e t  U s  N o w  P r a i s e  F a m o u s  
O r c s : S i m p l e  H u m a n i t y  i n  
Tolkien's In h u m a n  C r e a t u r e s
R o b e r t  T .  T a l l y ,  J r .
In  J.R.R. Tolkien 's spraw ling  Legendarium , th e  m y th ic  w o rld  of M id d le -ea rth  
an d  its suburbs, O rcs p ro v id e  a seem ing ly  end less su p p ly  of enem ies to 
challenge th e  m ettle  of the  nob le  Elves, M en, D w arves, an d  H obbits . As every  
read e r of th e  books (and  every  v iew er of th e  b lockbuster film s) know s, O rcs are 
th e  inev itab le  foo t so ld iers of "evil," em p loyed  b y  b o th  th e  tra ito ro u s  w iza rd  
S aru m an  a n d  th e  G reat E nem y S auron  in  The Lord o f the Rings, fo rm in g  the 
in fan try  of M o rg o th 's  vast arm ies in  The Silmarillion, a n d  b e in g  th e  one race 
aga in s t w h ich  all o thers  u n ite  in  The Hobbit's Battle of F ive A rm ies. For th e  m ost 
pa rt, good  a n d  evil a re  stric tly  dem arca ted  in  T o lk ien 's  w o rld  (w ith  a few  
in te restin g  exceptions), bu t, even  by  th a t a lm ost M an ichean  stan d ard , O rcs are 
p re sen ted  w ith  su rp ris in g  u n ifo rm ity  as loathsom e, ug ly , cruel, feared , and  
especially  term inab le . In  T o lk ien 's  w o rld , as M ary  E llm ann  once p u t it, " th e  on ly  
go o d  O rc is a d ead  O rc" (225).
Yet, as ded ica ted  read e rs  d iscern , T olkien  could  n o t res is t th e  u rg e  to 
flesh o u t an d  "h u m an ize"  these in h u m an  crea tu res from  tim e to  tim e. In  such 
exam ples as those  I d iscuss below , T olkien  p resen ts  O rcs w ho  h ave  h u m a n -  
even  h u m a n e -q u a li t ie s ,  n o tw ith s ta n d in g  th e ir g en era lly  negative  
characteristics. T his fact m ak es it a b it d is tu rb ing , then , th a t T o lk ien 's  heroes, 
w ith o u t the  least p a n g  of conscience, d ispa tch  O rcs b y  th e  th o u san d s. Indeed , 
le tte rs an d  u n p u b lish e d  m an u sc rip ts  reveal th a t T olkien h im se lf s tru g g led  w ith  
th e  m etaphysica l a n d  m o ra l p rob lem s h e  h a d  set u p  b y  in v en tin g  a n d  u s in g  O rcs 
as h e  does.
T his un easin ess  is u n d e rs tan d ab le  w h en  considering  th e  o rig ins of O rcs 
(i.e., in  T o lk ien 's  w orld , n o t th e  ph ilo log ical o r folkloric o rig ins in  ours), a subject 
of som e d isag reem en t as even  T olkien  changed  h is  m in d  over tim e. The 
canonical v iew  p re sen ted  in  The Silmarillion is th a t th e  Elves "b y  slow  arts  of 
c ruelty  w ere  co rru p ted  an d  enslaved ; an d  th u s  d id  M elkor b reed  th e  h id eo u s 
race of th e  O rcs in  en v y  a n d  m ockery  of th e  E lves" (Silmarillion 47). In  The Two 
Towers, T reebeard  exp la ins to  M erry  a n d  P ip p in  th a t "T rolls a re  on ly  
counterfeits, m a d e  b y  th e  E nem y in  the  G reat D arkness, in  m ockery  of Ents, as 
O rcs w ere  of E lves" (III.4.486). E lsew here  in  The Silmarillion, th e  su rm ise  th a t 
O rcs w ere  fo rm er E lv e s -sp e c if ic a lly  th e  A vari o r D ark  Elves, w ho  d id  n o t go to 
V alinor as d id  th e  L igh t E lv e s - i s  g iven  fu rth e r credence: "W hence th ey  [the
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Orcs] cam e, o r w h a t th ey  w ere, th e  Elves k n ew  n o t then , th in k in g  th em  p e rh ap s  
to  be  A vari w ho  h a d  becom e evil a n d  savage in  th e  w ild ; in  w h ich  th ey  guessed  
all too near, it is said" (Silmarillion 103-104). T his exp lana tion  w o u ld  m ak e  the 
m o s t sense in  T o lk ien 's  legendarium, if on ly  because  O rcs ap p ea r after E lves b u t 
before  M en in  th e  m y th ic  h is to ry  of A rda . H ow ever, as D im itra  F im i po in ts  out, 
" th e  th o u g h t th a t th e  h id eo u s  a n d  m alic ious O rcs w ere  once E lv es—th e  'h ig h es t' 
b e ings of M id d le -e a rth —becam e increasing ly  u n b ea rab le  to  T olkien" (155). 
Indeed , in  u n p u b lish e d  m an u sc rip ts  w ritten  in  th e  1950s a n d  1960s (see, e.g, 
M orgoth's R ing  408-425), T olkien toyed  w ith  several d ifferen t id eas to  exp la in  the 
O rcs' existence, ran g in g  from  co rru p ted  M en (ra ther th a n  co rru p ted  Elves) to  
low -level M aia (and  hence, fallen  "ange ls"  like S auron  h im self) a n d  even  to 
au to m ata  w ith o u t reason  w h o  w ere  essen tia lly  p u p p e ts  con tro lled  b y  M orgo th  or 
S auron  (an a d m itted ly  u n like ly  scenario). T here is even  the vag u e  suggestion  
th a t O rcs were a k in d  of m an , d is tan t cousins of th e  D ru ed a in  or re la ted  to the 
P uke l M en w h o  ap p ea r in  The Return o f the King. "[S]om e th o u g h t, nonetheless, 
th a t there  h a d  b een  a rem ote  k insh ip , w h ich  accoun ted  for th e ir special enm ity . 
O rcs an d  D rugs each  reg a rd ed  th e  o ther as ren eg ad es"  (Unfinished Tales 401-02). 
A nd , as C h ris to p h er T olkien  concludes, "T his then , as it m a y  appear, w as m y  
fa th e r 's  final v iew  on  th e  m atter: O rcs w ere  b red  from  M en" (Morgoth's R ing  421).
T he crucial ph ilosoph ical p o in t in  th e  various a rg u m en ts  concern ing  
O rc o rig ins is th a t th e ir very existence show s th ey  h ave  value  a n d  are  w o rth y  of 
being . A n article of fa ith  in  T o lk ien 's  w o rld  is th a t on ly  G od  (in th e  Elvish, E ru or 
Ilu v a ta r) can create, an d  th e  evil o n e s—w h e th e r M elkor (a.k.a. M orgo th , T o lk ien 's  
o rig inal Satan  figure), o r S auron  (M elkor's acolyte an d  successor), o r S arum an  
(w ho ap p a ren tly  b reed s  h is o w n  O rcs or "h a lf-O rcs")—can on ly  pervert th a t 
creation . To p u t it an o th e r w ay, n o  n e w  "sou ls"  o r "sp irits"  can be  created . F rodo  
exp la ins as m u ch  to  Sam  w h en  h e  states: "T he S hadow  th a t b red  th em  [the Orcs] 
can  on ly  m ock, it canno t m ake: n o t rea l n e w  th in g s of its ow n. I d o n 't  th ink  it 
gave  life to  the  O rcs, it on ly  ru in e d  th em  a n d  tw is ted  th em " (VI.1.914).
Indeed , th is  p rinc ip le  is d ram a tized  an d  m a d e  perfectly  clear in  The 
Silmarillion 's  d escrip tion  of th e  o rig in  of D w arves. Aule, a Vala (or "g o o d " god) 
w h o  longs to  share  h is  g rea t kn o w led g e  w ith  p u p ils  an d  becom es im p a tien t 
w a itin g  for th e  E lves to  aw aken , ac tua lly  creates D w arves, b u t th ey  are  m ere ly  as 
clay  figu rines  or p u p p e ts  w ith  n o  in d e p e n d e n t being . Ilu v a ta r chastises A ule for 
a ttem p tin g  a th in g  "b ey o n d  th y  p o w er an d  th y  au th o rity "  (Silmarillion 37-38), 
b u t even  so Ilu v a ta r g ran ts  h is w ish  b y  g iv in g  the  D w arves life. Inc iden tally , 
T olkien  em p h asizes  th a t th e  in stinc t o r desire  to  create n e w  th in g s—th a t is, to 
becom e like G od  h im se lf—alm ost inev itab ly  lead s to  th e  Fall, v isible in  M elko r's  
o w n  dow nfall, as w ell as Feanor's , in  the  Silmarillion; te llingly, bo th  S auron  an d  
S aru m an  are  M aiar o f Aule, k n o w n  for th e ir o th e rw o rld ly  abilities in  crafts an d  
creativ ity . A  possib le  exception  is th e  creation  of m yth , w h ich  Tolkien, speak ing
18   Mythlore 111/112, Fall/Winter 2010
Robert T. Tally, Jr.
as P h ilom y thus, claim s w as "o u r r ig h t (used  or m isu sed )"  ("M ythopoeia" 87), so 
one m ig h t a rg u e  th a t th e  sin lies in  th e  abuse  of th e  g ifts of creativ ity  ra th e r th an  
in  the ir p ru d e n t em ploym ent. B ut T olkien  show s a clear p reference for those  w ho  
su s ta in  o r p reserve  th a t w h ich  a lread y  exists over those  w ho  w o u ld  a ttem p t to 
create anew . W h at th is ep isode  of A ule a n d  th e  genesis of the  D w arves 
u n d ersco res  is th a t n o t even  th e  Valar, th e  m o s t p o w erfu l en tities in  th e  w orld , 
h av e  the p o w er to create n e w  beings or im bue  crea tu res w ith  life. W h a t th is also 
m eans, of course, is th a t a n y th in g  th a t in  fact has life, h a s  it w ith  the  tacit if n o t 
explicit ap p ro v a l of Iluvatar. A s T olkien  concedes in  a letter, d ra f ted  b u t un sen t, 
"b y  accepting  or to le ra tin g  the ir m a k in g -n e c e s s a ry  to  th e ir ac tua l existence — 
even  O rcs w o u ld  becom e p a r t  of th e  W orld , w h ich  is G o d 's  a n d  u ltim a te ly  good" 
(Letters 195). H ence, like M en an d  Elves, O rcs are in a w ay  also th e  "C h ild ren  of 
Iluvatar."
In  a n u tshe ll, as T om  S h ippey  p u ts  it, " th o u g h  h e  becam e increasing ly  
concerned  over the im plica tions of the orcs in  h is  story, a n d  tr ied  o u t several 
ex p lan a tio n s for them , the ir analogousness to  h u m a n ity  a lw ays rem ain ed  clear" 
("O rcs, W raiths, W ights" 186). O rcs p a rtak e  of a h u m a n ity  th a t ren d ers  th em  
fam iliar an d  akin, a lbeit loathsom e, to  th e  race of M en. For exam ple, a lth o u g h  w e 
do  n o t m eet an y  fem ale O rcs, The Silmarillion estab lishes th a t O rcs "h a d  life and  
m u ltip lied  after th e  m an n e r"  of Elves an d  M en, th a t is, sexually  (47). Indeed , it 
seem s th a t Orcs, like Elves, can in te rb reed  w ith  h u m an s , as S arum an  is sa id  to 
b reed  "half-O rcs" or "gob lin -m en" (III.7.524). I t is h in ted , th o u g h  n o t confirm ed, 
th a t the "sq u in t-ey ed  sou therner,"  an  agen t of S aru m an  w ho  ap p ea rs  to  consp ire  
w ith  Bill F erny  in  Bree, m ay  be  p a r t  Orc; a t least F rodo  certa in ly  th in k s so: "H e 
looks m ore  th a n  h a lf  like a goblin" (I.11.176). In  effect, then , O rcs are  w ell 
e s tab lished  to  be physica lly  h u m an , if no t sp iritu a lly  so, th ro u g h o u t the 
legendarium.
W h at is m ore , T olkien  m oves w ell b ey o n d  anatom ical sim ilarities 
be tw een  M en a n d  O rcs. T olkien  a lludes to o r describes ac tua l O rc cu ltu res  an d  
civilizations. A lth o u g h  "[O ]rcs en te red  M id d le -ea rth  o rig inally  ju s t because  the 
sto ry  n eed ed  a con tinual su p p ly  of enem ies over w h o m  one n eed  feel no 
com punction" (Shippey, Road to Middle-earth 233), T olkien  obv iously  p ro v id es 
m u ch  m ore  e th n o g rap h ic  an d  social b ack g ro u n d  for O rcs th a n  such  a p lo t-dev ice 
w o u ld  requ ire . The O rcs of M id d le -ea rth  are show n  to have  real com m unities 
an d  even  fam ilies. In  The Hobbit, for instance, G andalf declares, "T he G oblins are 
u p o n  you! Bolg of th e  N o rth  is com ing, O  D ain! w hose  fa th er you  slew  in  M oria" 
(17.281); th e  ac tua l ba ttle  in  w h ich  B olg 's father, A zog, is k illed  b y  D ain  Ironfoo t 
is described  in  th e  Tale of Years in  The Lord o f the Rings (A ppend ix  A.1049). 
H ence, vengeance an d  fam ilial h o n o r m otivate  the assau lt, m ore  so th a n  som e 
in h e ren tly  evil n a tu re . V engeance is u n d o u b te d ly  one of the  human, all-too-human 
im p u lses  d riv in g  the O rc attack, especially  after G an d alf h a d  k illed  the G reat
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G oblin, g overno r of th e  O rc v illage in  th e  M isty  M oun ta in s. F ar from  being  
m in d less  d rones, robots, o r clones (w h ich  is G eorge L ucas 's  so lu tion  to  the 
e th ical p ro b lem  in  Star Wars), O rcs are  " 'ra tio n a l inca rn a te ' c rea tu res" (Tolkien, 
Letters 190), w ho  h ave  deep ly  h u m a n  feelings, conventions, an d  cu ltu res. In  fact, 
p e rh a p s  even  m ore  th a n  th e  Elves, w hose  near-perfec tion  m ark s  th em  w ith  a 
p ro fo u n d  o therness, O rcs are  show n  to be hu m an .
O ne m a y  w ell w ish  to  v iew  " th e  O rcish  question" th ro u g h  the  lens of 
race o r racism . I t is tru e  th a t one can on ly  re a d  ab o u t th e  "sw art"  an d  " s lan t­
eyed"  O rcs so m a n y  tim es w ith o u t becom ing  o ffended . In  a n o to rio u s letter, 
T olkien  h im se lf inv ites a racial characteriza tion  of Orcs: "T he O rcs are  defin ite ly  
s ta ted  to be co rru p tio n s of th e  'h u m a n ' fo rm  seen in Elves an d  M en. T hey  are  (or 
w ere) squat, b ro ad , flat-nosed, sallow -sk inned , w ith  w id e  m o u th s  an d  s lan t eyes: 
in  fact d eg ra d e d  an d  repu lsive  versions of the  (to E u ropeans) least lovely  
M ongo l-types" (Letters 274). Race, in  the  m o d e rn  sense (and  therefo re  also in  a 
so m ew h a t anachron istic  sense), is itse lf a p ress in g  concern  in  T o lk ien 's  w orld , as 
T olkien  estab lishes e labora te  h ierarch ies b a sed  u p o n  b lood lines an d  fam ilial 
h e ritag e  am o n g  an d  w ith in  th e  races of Elves, M en, D w arves, a n d  H obbits , n o t to 
m en tio n  in  d is tin g u ish in g  th em  from  the  "ev il" races of Orcs, Trolls, D ragons, 
an d  so on. F im i h a s  d iscussed  th e  p ro b lem  of race in  T olkien  a t leng th , 
conc lud ing  th a t T o lk ien 's  som etim es objectionable racial characteriza tions are 
consisten t w ith  th e  d iscourse  of h is  tim e and , in  an y  event, consisten t w ith  the 
"h ierarch ica l w o rld "  in  w h ich  h is  m y th ic  h is to ry  un fo ld s (Fim i 131-59). 
S om ew hat less charitab ly , P eter F irchow  h as  concluded  th a t the  u n d e rly in g  
ideo logy  of The Hobbit an d  o ther w ritin g s su p p o rts  an  essen tia lly  fascist 
w o rld v iew  (see F irchow ). Yet the  overall w o rld  of fan tasy  ad v en tu re  req u ires  a 
b ro ad ly  u n d e rs to o d  en em y  class, w h ich  m a y  or m ay  n o t be  iden tifiab ly  a race or 
a species, so th a t the h eroes h av e  an  end less  source of enem ies to  fight. For 
exam ple, in  th e  T o lk ien-influenced  w o rld  of Dungeons & Dragons, a long  w ith  the 
n u m b erle ss  v ideo -gam e derivatives, a veritab le  "O rc H o locaust"  is n o t on ly  the 
re su lt b u t th e  a im  of th e  ad v en tu res  (see Sofge), a n d  the  lan g u ag e  of race m akes 
th is p rac tice  seem  all th e  m ore  abom inable.
H ow ever, even  if one w ere  to  accuse T olkien  of rac ism  (w hich  I am  n o t 
doing), rac ism  alone w o u ld  n o t exp la in  T o lk ien 's  tre a tm en t of th e  O rcs. The 
a p p a ren tly  racial im age  of O rcs is still w ho lly  d iffe ren t from  T o lk ien 's  trea tm en t 
of d ifferen t "races" of M en, an d  O rcs are  n o t tre a ted  in  the  sam e w ay  th a t 
h u m a n s  of color are, w h e th e r enem ies like th e  S ou th rons o r the E asterlings, or 
allies like G han-buri-G han . For instance, consider Sam 's sy m p a th y  for the 
" sw arth y "  Southron , cu t d o w n  w h ile  fleeing, h is  "b ro w n  h a n d "  still c lu tch ing  a 
b ro k en  sw ord : "H e  w o n d e red  w h a t th e  m a n 's  n am e  w as a n d  w h ere  h e  cam e 
from ; an d  if h e  w as rea lly  evil a t h eart, o r w h a t lies o r th rea ts  h a d  led  h im  on  h is 
long  m arch  from  h is  hom e; a n d  if h e  w o u ld  n o t rea lly  h ave  ra th e r stayed  th e re  in
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peace" (IV.4.661). O f course, S am —w ho  longs for ho m e an d  peace frequen tly  in  
The Lord o f the Rings — does n o t consider w h a t p o ten tia l "lies a n d  th rea ts"  have  
b ro u g h t h is  o w n  com pany  to  w age w a r on  d iverse  peop les  an d  races of the South  
an d  East; m ore  to the  po in t, Sam  show s no  sy m p a th y  a t all for sla in  Orcs. Even 
h u m a n s  in  th e  service of evil m a y  n o t be  "ev il a t h ea rt,"  b u t th e  u n q u es tio n ed  
assu m p tio n  of th e  "free peo p les"  of M id d le -ea rth  is th a t O rcs m u s t be  evil b y  
n a tu re .
L ater, w h en  th e  R ing  is finally  destro y ed  an d  S auron  v an qu ished , m an y  
of th e  h u m a n s  in  M o rd o r 's  service flee, su rren d er, o r con tinue  figh ting , b u t 
T olkien  dep ic ts O rcs as m in d less  an ts  th a t "w a n d e r w itless a n d  p u rp o se less  an d  
th en  feebly  d ie"  (VI.4.949), a characteriza tion  th a t does n o t easily  square  w ith  
w h a t w e h a d  lea rn ed  of O rcs in  earlie r scenes, as I d iscuss below . In  The Lord of 
the R ings, O rcs do  n o t sue for m ercy  or seek peace, a n d  therefo re  T olkien  n eed  
n o t im ag ine  an y  O rcish  civ ilization  post-S au ron  or an y  peacefu l accord  (or at 
least detente) b e tw een  O rcs a n d  M en in  the F o u rth  Age. N otab ly , in  the 
d is tinc tion  b e tw een  en em y  M en a n d  en em y  Orcs, T olkien  is w illing  to  accord 
som e righ ts  a n d  respectab ility  even  to these  fallen  or lo w b o rn  h u m a n s  figh ting  
on  S au ro n 's  behalf, as w h en  A ra g o rn —n o w  K ing  E lessar of G o n d o r—releases 
th e  E asterlings w h o  h a d  su rre n d e re d  on  th e  battlefie ld , m ak es peace w ith  the 
sw arth y  m e n  of th e  South , a n d  frees th e  th ra lls  of M ordor, g ran tin g  th em  lands 
in  th a t reg ion  (VI.5.968). N o such  accom m odations are  m a d e  for the  O rcs, w ho  
lack an y  h u m a n  rig h ts  in  T o lk ien 's  w orld . H ence, race or racial p re jud ice  is n o t 
rea lly  th e  issue. Even w ith  T o lk ien 's  race-based  h ierarch ies, even  w ith  racial 
descrip tion  of O rcs (as M ongol-types), a n d  even  w ith  th e  su rm ise  th a t O rcs are  in  
fact a tw is ted  o r co rru p ted  fo rm  of M en, O rcs in  T o lk ien 's  w o rld  are  n o t v iew ed  
as a su b o rd in a te  o r in ferio r race of h u m an s , b u t as en tire ly  inhum an .
A s Janet B rennan  C roft h a s  e labo ra ted  in  som e detail, th is 
"d em o n iza tio n  of th e  enem y" is a logical s tra tegy  n o t on ly  w ith in  th e  fictional 
w o rld  of M idd le -ea rth , b u t also in  th e  rea l w o rld  of w artim e  ideology. C roft cites 
P au l F usse ll's  accoun t in  The Great War and Modern M em ory of th e  "g ross 
d icho tom iz ing" on  th e  p a r t of p ro p ag an d is ts  of th e  era: " 'W e ' are all h e re  on  th is 
side; 'th e  en em y ' is over there. 'W e' a re  in d iv id u a ls  w ith  n am es a n d  persona l 
iden tities ; 'h e ' is a m ere  collective en tity . W e are  visible; he  is invisible. W e are 
no rm al; h e  is g ro tesque. O u r ap p u rten an ces  are no rm al; his, b iza rre"  (Fussell 75; 
q td . in  C roft 47-48). Such "dem o n iza tio n "  m a y  even  be  taken  lite ra lly  in  The Lord 
o f the Rings: O rcs m ay  ac tua lly  be dem ons, accord ing  to  one a lte rna tive  th eo ry  of 
O rcish  o rig ins in  w h ich  O rcs are lesser Maiar, n o t u n lik e  the m o n s te rs  Shelob an d  
U ngo lian t, Balrogs, a n d  S auron  h im se lf (see M orgoth's R ing  414); fu rtherm ore , 
T olkien  sta tes th a t the  very  w o rd  "orc" derives from  a O ld  E nglish  te rm  for 
"d em o n "  (Letters 177-78). In  w artim e  le tters to  C h ris to p h er Tolkien, T olkien 
com pares the  G erm ans to  O rcs, albeit in  a stric tly  m etap h o rica l sense. T olkien
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w as n o t one of those  p ro p ag an d is ts  observed  b y  Fussell. H e  d id  n o t confuse 
actua l G erm ans w ith  th e ir dem onic caricatures, a n d  h is  sy m p a th y  for all so ld iers 
is clear th ro u g h o u t h is  w ork . In  fact, as h e  p o in ted  o u t in  one  le tter, re fe rring  to 
th e  h o rro rs  of com bat, "I th ink  th e  orcs as rea l a creation  as an y th in g  in  'rea listic ' 
fiction [...] on ly  in  rea l life th ey  are on  b o th  sides, of course" (Letters 82). T olkien 
clearly  recognizes th a t h is  O rcs, w h ile  ho rrib le , a re  n o t in h u m an . A s a practical 
m atte r , how ever, it is easier to figh t a n d  to cheer on  th e  figh ters if one  can be 
convinced  th a t th e  o th e r side is irred eem ab ly  evil. T he dem o n iza tio n  o f the 
enem y, in  th e  h aw k ish  rheto ric  o f w ar a n d  in  th e  seem ing ly  escap ist g en re  of 
fan tasy , m ig h t also be  sa id  to v a lida te  th e  m o s t a trocious v iew s. A s F irchow  
w rites, re fe rring  to th e  genocida l b lo o d lu st of such  p o p u la r film  series as The 
Terminator an d  Star Wars, "one  can conjecture th a t it p ro b ab ly  h as m u ch  to  do 
w ith  th e  ap p a ren tly  u n iv e rsa l psychological n eed  to find  som e category  o f be ing  
w h o m  w e can all love to  h a te "  (31). O rcs certa in ly  fit th e  bill.
Yet T olkien occasionally  reveals a n o t en tire ly  u n sy m p a th e tic  v iew  of 
O rcs, in  w h ich  w h a t m ig h t be called  the ir sim ple  h u m a n ity  becom es visible. I am  
th in k in g  especially  of tw o  scenes from  The Two Towers—th e  conversation  
be tw een  S hag ra t an d  G orbag, an d  th e  in terac tions of U g lu k  a n d  G rishnakh  — 
w h ich  disclose m ore  th a n  one  w o u ld  expect ab o u t th e  ro le of O rcs in  the 
geopolitical system  of M idd le -ea rth . F rom  a s to ry te lle r 's  perspective, strictly  
speak ing , these  scenes also g ive th e  read e r ad d itio n a l in sigh ts th a t m ay  h e lp  to 
com plete  the  "b ig  p ic tu re"  o f the  n arra tive , w h ich  is, after all, frag m en ted  an d  
d iv id ed  after th e  d isb an d in g  of th e  F ellow sh ip  of th e  R ing, as th e  read e r m u s t 
fo llow  th ree  d is tinc t pa rtie s  on  separa te  jo u rn ey s (Frodo a n d  Sam  to w ard  
M ordo r, M erry  a n d  P ip p in  in  F an g o rn  Forest, an d  A ragorn , Legolas, a n d  G im li 
in  R ohan). If n o th in g  else, th e  O rc 's  p o in t of v iew  is qu ite  d iffe ren t from  th a t of 
o thers, an d  th u s  these  scenes d ep ic t im ages th a t m a y  coun terac t o r enhance  the 
im ag ery  in  th e  overall schem e of th ings. A s M ichael N . S tan ton  notes, " the  
w o rm s '-ey e  v iew  o f w h a t is g o ing  o n  am o n g  to p  stra teg ists  g ives u s  a 
re fresh ing ly  irrev e ren t perspective  on  su p p o sed ly  terrib le  an d  pow erfu l Evil"
(142).
S hag ra t an d  G o rbag 's  conversation  takes p lace after F rodo  a n d  Sam  
h av e  sneaked  p a s t th e  g rea t c itadel o f M inas M orgu l an d  v en tu red  th ro u g h  a 
tu n n e l lead in g  in to  M ordor, th e  tu n n e l g u a rd e d  b y  th e  g ian t sp id e r Shelob an d  
p a tro lled  b y  O rcs. A fter F rodo  is p a ra ly zed  b y  Shelob an d  Sam  defeats her, Sam  
overhears a d iscussion  be tw een  Shagrat, th e  com m ander of the  T ow er of C irith  
U ngol, a n d  G orbag, a cap ta in  o f a g ro u p  o f O rcs from  M inas M orgul. S hag ra t 
m en tio n s th a t th e  c ap tu red  " sp y "  (Frodo) is "so m eth in g  th a t L u g b u rz  w an ts"  
(IV.10.737), em p loy ing  a fam iliar m etonym ic  form : Lugburz is th e  O rc 's  n am e  for 
B arad-dur, the  tow er th a t s tan d s as th e  sea t of p o w er in  M ordo r (thus, th is  is like 
say ing  " th e  W hite  H o u se  w an ts  it" o r " th e  K rem lin  w an ts it"). W hen  S hagra t
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canno t exp la in  w h y  such  a trifle is ac tua lly  so significant, G orbag  scoffs, "Oho! 
So they  h a v e n 't  to ld  you  w h a t to  expect? T hey  d o n 't  tell u s  all th ey  know , do 
they? N o t b y  half. B ut th ey  can m ake  m istakes, even  th e  T op O nes can" 
(IV.10.737). T he scene is revealing . T hese are  h a rd ly  m in d less  d rones, slaves to 
th e ir m as te rs ' b id d in g , carry ing  o u t o rd ers  w ith o u t question . Indeed , S hagra t is 
c ircum spect en o u g h  to  n o te  w arily  th a t G orbag 's  sta tem en t is d a n g e ro u s—in  a 
w h isp e r h e  says, "T hey  m ay , b u t th ey 'v e  go t eyes an d  ears everyw here"  (737) — 
an d  h e  u rg es th a t th ey  slip  in to  a recess to con tinue  th e  d iscussion  m ore  freely.
T he g is t of th is  conversation  is th a t S hag ra t an d  G orbag  h ave  each 
n o ticed  th a t "so m eth in g  h a s  s lipped ,"  th a t th e  w ar m ay  n o t be  g o ing  as w ell as 
th ey  h a d  been  led  to  believe, a n d  th a t th e  "B ig Bosses" (the fearsom e N azg u l or 
R in g w ra ith s  an d  S auron  h im self) a re  tro u b led  by  n e w  developm ents . A s G orbag  
p u ts  it, "ay , even  the  Biggest, can m ak e  m istakes. S om eth ing  n ea rly  s lipped , you 
say. I say, som eth ing  has slipped . A n d  w e 'v e  go t to  look ou t. A lw ays the  poo r 
U ru k s  to  p u t slips righ t, a n d  sm all th an k s"  (IV.10.738). S hag ra t an d  G orbag, bo th  
cap ta in s in  th e  arm ies of M ordor, h e re  ap p ea r as w o rried  em ployees, n o t su re  if 
th e ir su p e rio rs  are  as co m peten t as claim ed, b u t abso lu te ly  certa in  th a t the 
decisions m a d e  b y  th e ir bosses w ill d irec tly  affect them , likely  for th e  w orse. 
T hese are  reasonable , an d  altogether h u m an , concerns.
M ore h u m a n  still, S hag ra t a n d  G orbag  im ag ine  life w ith o u t "b ig  
bosses." A s u n seem ly  as th e ir d ream  m a y  be, it  c learly  expresses a desire  for 
freedom , o p p o rtu n ity , an d  frien d sh ip  th a t m o s t r e a d e rs —in  an o th e r context, 
p e rh a p s —w o u ld  find  laudab le . A fter sp a rrin g  over w h ich  w as w orse, serv ing  
u n d e r  a N azg u l o r h a v in g  to  keep  Shelob com pany , G orbag  concludes:
"I'd like to try somewhere where there's none of 'em. But the war's on 
now, and w hen that's over things may be easier."
"It's going well, they say."
"They would," grunted Gorbag. "We'll see. But anyway, if it does go well, 
there should be a lot more room. What d'you say? —if we get a chance, you and 
me'll slip off and set up somewhere on our own w ith a few trusty lads, 
somewhere where there's good loot nice and handy, and no big bosses."
"Ah!" said Shagrat. "Like old times." (IV.10.738)
T his m ig h t w ell be th e  A m erican  D ream . G orbag 's  h o p e  for a fu tu re , i f  th e  w ar 
goes w ell, is u n d e rsco red  by  S h ag ra t's  nosta lg ia  for th e  good  o ld  days. The 
m essage  is clear: T hese O rcs are  n o t h a v in g  an y  m ore  fu n  th a n  th e  M en of 
G ondor, th e  Elves of R ivendell, o r th e  D w arves of th e  Iro n  H ills. W ar is H ell, for 
all p a rtie s  involved.
A n earlier scene offers fu r th e r perspective  on  O rcish  cu ltu res. A fter 
M erry  a n d  P ip p in  h ave  been  ab d u c te d  a n d  th e  F ellow sh ip  of th e  R ing 
d isb an d ed , th e  O rc leaders debate  th e  b e s t course of action. T olkien  em ploys a
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k in d  of free in d irec t sty le to  p re sen t P ip p in 's  o w n  lim ited  perspective, w h ich  is 
h o w  w e learn  th a t th e  O rcs speak  d ifferen t lan g u ag es or d ialects, b u t th ey  can 
also speak  th e  lin g u a  franca of all races. "O n e  of th e  O rcs sitting  n ea r lau g h ed  
an d  said  som eth ing  to a com pan ion  in  the ir abom inab le  tongue. 'R est w h ile  you  
can, little  fool!' h e  sa id  th en  to  P ipp in , in  th e  C om m on Speech, w h ich  h e  m a d e  
alm ost as h id eo u s  as h is  o w n  language" (III.3.445). L ater P ip p in  h ea rs  m a n y  O rcs 
speak in g  heated ly ; to  h is  su rp rise , "m an y  of th e  O rcs w ere  u s in g  th e  o rd in a ry  
language . A p p aren tly  th e  m em bers of tw o  or th ree  qu ite  d iffe ren t tribes w ere  
p resen t, a n d  th ey  could  n o t u n d e rs ta n d  one an o th e r 's  o rc-speech" (445). A s it 
tu rn s  ou t, th ere  are  a t least th ree  d is tinc t g roups , a n d  each h a s  its o w n  prio rities 
w ith  respec t to  th e  m ission.
U gluk , a com m ander of th e  U ru k -h a i loyal to  Sarum an , insists th a t the 
p riso n ers  be re tu rn e d  as qu ick ly  as possib le  to  Isengard , S a ru m an 's  redoub t. 
G rishnakh , an  O rc from  B arad -d u r (or L ugburz) w ho  seem s to  be  look ing  o u t for 
S au ro n 's  in terests, opposes h im . A n d  an  u n n a m e d  g ro u p  of n o rth e rn  Orcs, 
p resu m ab ly  of th e  sam e ilk as those  w ho  fo u g h t u n d e r  B olg 's lead e rsh ip  in  The 
Hobbit, a im  to kill th e  p riso n ers  an d  w an t n o th in g  to  do  w ith  the  contest be tw een  
th e  tw o  tow ers in  th is w o rld  w ar. "W e h ave  com e all the  w ay  from  th e  M ines to 
kill, an d  avenge o u r folk. I w ish  to  kill, an d  th en  go back  n o rth "  (IIL3.446). The 
th ree  g ro u p s  b a n d y  ab o u t in su lts , calling th e  o thers  apes, swine, maggots, an d  fools, 
em p lo y in g  th e  so rt of lan g u ag e  th a t m ig h t h ave  b een  u se d  b y  d isp a ra te  g ro u p s  of 
h u m an s . U g lu k  a n d  h is  elite forces w in  ou t, b u t c learly  th e  "ev il"  so often  
m en tio n ed  in  T olkien  is n o t n ea rly  as m ono lith ic  as it is u su a lly  th ough t. Orcs, 
like M en, m a y  d eba te  stra tegy , question  au thority , an d  d ream  of a b e tte r fu ture . 
A n d  O rcs, like M en, h ave  d iffe ren t cultu res, languages, an d  ph ilosophies.
T his app lies to O rcish  m o ra lity  an d  politics as well. U g luk  rem in d s  the 
com pany  th a t " these  lan d s  are  dangerous: fu ll of fou l rebels an d  b rig an d s"  
(III.3.446). O f course, h e  is re fe rring  to  nob le  w arrio rs  such  as E om er of the 
R ohirrim . A s readers, w e u n d e rs ta n d  th e  reversa l in  m ean ing ; w h en  U g lu k  says 
"rebel,"  w e k now  th a t w e sho u ld  be  on  th a t reb e l's  side. S im ilarly, w h en  G orbag  
m ak es reference to a " reg u la r e lv ish  trick" (IV.10.740), w e see h o w  an  adjective 
u se d  th ro u g h o u t The Lord o f the Rings in  a m o s t positive sense w o u ld  be 
em p loyed  in  th e  pejorative by  one w hose  peop le  h a d  b een  at w ar w ith  th e  Elves 
. . . w ell, forever. Significantly, th is  is n o t a reversa l of va lues a la M ilto n 's  Satan 
("Evil, b e  th o u  m y  good"), b u t ra th e r a m o ra l va lua tion  abso lu te ly  consisten t 
w ith  th a t of Elves, M en, D w arves, a n d  H obbits . A ll ag ree  w ith  O rcs th a t a g iven 
charac te ristic—here, d is lo y a lty —is im m oral. These O rcs do  n o t call a th in g  
"go o d " th a t an  Elf o r M an  w o u ld  call "b a d "  or "evil." R ather O rcs ac tua lly  
m a in ta in  th e  sam e values. A s S h ippey  p u ts  it, "O rcs here , a n d  on  o ther occasions, 
h av e  a clear id ea  of w h a t is ad m irab le  an d  w h a t is con tem ptib le  behav io r, w hich  
is exactly  th e  sam e as o u rs"  (J.R.R. Tolkien 133).
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O rcs reveal them selves (or, ra th e r a n d  p e rh ap s  aga in s t h is  o w n  b e tte r 
ju d g m en t, T olkien  reveals Orcs) to  h av e  qu ite  h u m a n  qualities. T hey  seek w ise 
leade rs a n d  freedom  from  ty ranny . T hey  w an t loyal com pan ions (" tru s ty  lads") 
as do  Sam, F rodo, a n d  the  res t of o u r heroes. T hey  w an t an  en d  to  th e  w ar a n d  a 
life w ith o u t anxiety. T heir o p en  fear of "W hitesk ins" an d  Elf w arrio rs  falls 
d irec tly  in  th e  sam e category  as G o n d o r 's  fear of O rcs, Trolls, a n d  o th er invaders. 
T rue, th ey  do  w a n t w ealth , an d  g reed  is a vice they  certa in ly  have, b u t in  th is too 
th ey  are  n o t u n lik e  all w ho  in hab it M idd le -ea rth , w h ere  the  D w arves ' g reed  for 
go ld  an d  M en 's  lu s t for p o w er is m a tch ed  by  th e  avaricious com pulsion  of the 
E lves to  keep  th in g s in  a sta te  of p u re  changelessness.
O ne m ig h t even  go so far as to su g g est th a t th e  O rcs are, a t tim es, m ore  
h u m a n e  th an  th e  M en, D w arves, an d  Elves, a t least w h en  it com es to  certain  
m atte rs. F rodo  tells Sam  that, w h ile  S h ag ra t's  p risoner, h e  w as g iven  food b y  the 
O rcs (VI.1.893). U g lu k  gives P ip p in  a liquor o r d ra u g h t th a t inv igora tes him , 
th o u g h  it is u n p le a sa n t to  th e  taste  (as are  m a n y  m edicines, of course); p e rh ap s  
th is elixir is th e  O rcish  equ ivalen t of th e  E lves' miruvor. U g luk  th en  ru b s  a salve 
in to  M erry 's  w o u n d , essen tia lly  hea lin g  it ("The gash  in  h is fo rehead  gave h im  
n o  m ore  tro u b le"  [III.3.448]). O f course, th is  "h u m an e"  trea tm en t of th e  hostages 
is fo u n d ed  u p o n  p ractical reasons h a v in g  n o th in g  to do  w ith  k indness: S hagrat 
n eed s  to  deliver h is  p riso n er u n sp o iled  to  Sauron, an d  U g luk  m u s t keep  h is 
cap tives alive b u t also n eed s  th em  to be  able to  ru n  u n d e r  the ir ow n  pow er. 
N evertheless, it is w o rth  n o tin g  th a t in  th e  m an y  long  w ars  a n d  fearsom e battles 
in  th e  th ree  ages of M idd le -ea rth , n o w h ere  does T olkien  d ep ic t any  k in d ly  
tre a tm en t to w ard s  O rc p risoners-o f-w ar on  th e  p a r t of M en or Elves. In d eed , no  
O rcs are tak en  p riso n er a t all, even  for th e  p u rp o ses  of lea rn ing  of enem y  plans. 
T hey  are k illed  unce rem o n io u s ly  a n d  w ith o u t rem orse. S im ply  recall L egolas 
an d  G im li's O rc-k illing  gam e, a n d  im ag ine  h o w  gh astly  it w o u ld  be if th e  h ead s  
of n o n -d em o n ized  enem ies w ere  the  goals ta llied  u p o n  th e  scorecard.
O w in g  to h is  re lig ious beliefs p erh ap s , am o n g  o th er reasons, T olkien 
h e s ita ted  to  p ro n o u n ce  O rcs " irred eem ab ly  b ad "  (Letters 195), a lth o u g h  h e  could  
n o t rea lly  env is ion  an y  tru e  sa lvation  for them , u n lik e  G ollum , w ho  a t least 
com es close to  red em p tio n  a n d  w ho  does in  fact m ak e  possib le, albeit 
in adverten tly , th e  sa lvation  of th e  w orld . For th e  record , I believe th a t th is 
com plex ity  m ak es G ollum  one of The Lord o f the R ings's  m o s t in te restin g  
characters. E ven th e  m o s t evil c reatures, in theory , o u g h t to  be  redeem ab le . A s a 
su rv iv o r of th e  G rea t W ar an d  th e  fa ther of Second W orld  W ar veterans, T olkien 
also exh ib its a k n o w in g  am bivalence to w ard s  w arfare, even  am id  the 
trem en d o u s  b lo o d sh ed  of h is  tales, an d  th ere  sho u ld  be  a t least g ru d g in g  respect 
for the  O rc w arrio rs  an d  th e ir fearsom e b a ttles  w ith  th e  h eroes of th e  W est. 
T olkien  nev er seem s to  inv ite  the  read e r to  sy m p ath ize  w ith  th e  O rcs directly, 
b u t n e ith e r cou ld  h e  m ak e  th em  en tire ly  in h u m an , com plete ly  lack ing  in  those
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characteristics w h ich  w o u ld  a llow  for the ir possib le  redem ption . A t th e  sam e 
tim e, how ever, h e  could  n o t go so far as to  en d o rse  th e ir h u m an ity , p e rh ap s  for 
reasons h a v in g  to  do  m o re  w ith  n a rra tiv e  in teg rity  th a n  overall m orality . I t is 
true , as S h ippey  h a s  p o in ted  out, th a t a defin itive recasting  of th e  o rig ins of the 
O rcs a n d  of th e ir beh av io rs  in  th e  books "w o u ld  h av e  invo lved , to  be consistent, 
a com plete  rev ision  of all h is  earlie r w ork "  (Road 234).
O ne m ig h t p ro tes t th a t m y  a rg u m en t is aw fu lly  selective, th a t the 
O rc s—w ith  w h a tev e r h u m a n  qualities on  d isp lay  in  these  few  p a ssa g e s—are 
h o rrib le  creatures, w ith  u tte rly  ap p a llin g  characteristics an d  behav io r. Yet th a t 
position  is a lread y  w ell estab lished , as it is th e  p rev a ilin g  v iew  of all of T o lk ien 's  
h eroes as w ell as a lm ost all of h is readers. In  the  tw o  passages I h av e  described , 
an d  in  a few  o ther p laces h e re  a n d  th ere  across T o lk ien 's  legendarium, O rcs can be 
v iew ed  in  a so m ew h a t m ore  com plica ted  an d  in te res tin g  m anner. M y  p u rp o se  
h e re  is n o t to  show  h o w  O rcs are  in  fact good  an d  n o t evil, b u t to  tro u b le  the 
facile a ssu m p tio n  th a t th ey  are  on ly  an d  in h e ren tly  evil. O rcs, a long  w ith  G ollum  
or S aru m an  or even  Sauron, are m ore  com plex, a n d  a p ro p e r considera tion  of the 
overall eth ics of M id d le -ea rth  m ig h t carry  u s  beyond good and evil, in  N ie tzsche 's  
evocative ph rase . O f course, T olkien  is n o t N ietzsche, b u t n e ith e r is h e  the 
apo log ist of a b lack -and -w h ite  m o ra lity  th a t som e of h is  ea rly  critics d e rid e d  h im  
for be in g  (see, for instance, S h ip p ey 's  ex p ert rep u d ia tio n  of E dw in  M u ir 's  
c ritique in  Road 154-60). T olkien  discloses th e  e th ical strugg les of very  "good" 
people , w ho  are  neverthe less  conflicted  a n d  fu ll of nuance . T hese w o u ld  include 
enem ies like S auron  (initially) an d  S arum an  (for a long  tim e), such  nob lem en  as 
D ene tho r an d  B orom ir, lo fty  E lves like Feanor an d  even  G aladriel, p ro u d  
D w arves like T horin , as w ell as th e  tragicom ic G ollum . O rcs too m ig h t be 
sim ilarly  n u a n c e d  an d  fleshed  o u t in  all th e ir com plexity . But, as H a l C olebatch  
h a s  p o in ted  ou t, T olk ien  d id  n o t w an t to  m ak e  the  eth ical co n u n d ru m  ra ised  by  
O rcs th e  subject of h is  w ork . "A book  ab o u t O rcs from  th e  in s id e  w o u ld  h ave  
b een  a d iffe ren t k in d  of book, p e rh ap s  som eth ing  like The Lord o f the Flies [...]. 
F rom  a lite ra ry  or sto ry -te lling  p o in t of v iew  O rcs w ere  necessary  as enem ies 
exp ressing  certa in  facts ab o u t th e  n a tu re  of evil" (C olebatch  143). Indeed , the 
anarch ic  w o rld  of T o lk ien -in sp ired  fan fiction p ro v id es sto ries " fro m  th e  O rc 's  
p o in t of v iew " th a t do  suggest a so rt of sym pathe tic  o r h u m o ro u s  h u m an ity  
("Alas, poo r U fthak! . . . I k n ew  h im  w ell"). A nd  the  B ritish fan tasy  w rite r S tan 
N icholls, w ith  h is  Orcs trilogy, h as p e rh ap s  set the  s ta n d a rd  for a m ore  com plete  
dep ic tion  of O rcish  persona lities a n d  cu ltu res, a lth o u g h  set in  a w o rld  som ew hat 
d iffe ren t from  T o lk ien 's . N evertheless, th e  sto ry  of such  c re a tu re s—rationa l 
th o u g h  sim ple, sed u ced  an d  to r tu re d  b y  d a rk  forces, yet w ith  th e  possib ility  of 
re d e m p tio n —m ig h t m ake  for a crack ing  good  ta le  in  its o w n  righ t.
W ithou t g iv ing  th is m a tte r  u n d u e  g ra v i ty —it is telling , p erh ap s , th a t the 
le tte r in  w h ich  T olkien  suggests th a t O rcs are  n o t " irred eem ab ly  b a d "  w as no t
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sent, on  the  g ro u n d s  that, in  h is  w ords, "It seem ed  to  be  tak in g  m yself too 
im p o rtan tly "  (Letters 196)—I w o u ld  m en tio n  th a t every  appea ran ce  of O rcs is 
necessarily  s itu a ted  in  a context th a t m u s t p re sen t th em  in  a poor light. T h a t is, 
th e  tales are  to ld  from  th e  p o in t of v iew  of H obbits , Elves, a n d  M en. C om pare  the 
exchanges am o n g  O rcs cited  above, w h ich  d em o n s tra te  th a t th e  O rcs d ep ic t their 
enem ies in  a sim ilarly  nega tive  light, as w h en  G orbag  refers to  th e  G reat Siege 
d u rin g  w h ich  S auron  w as defea ted  as " th e  b ad  o ld  tim es" (IV.10.739). S im ilarly, 
th e  p erspective  a n d  o rien ta tion  of th e  reader, w h o  is defin itive ly  po sitio n ed  as 
a lread y  an ti-O rc before  th e  sto ries even  beg in , in fluences th is d iscussion . O ne 
s im p ly  v iew s O rcs d ifferen tly  if th ey  are  estab lished  from  th e  b eg in n in g  as 
in h e ren tly  evil. (To u se  a Biblical exam ple, it is h a rd  to im ag ine  th a t th e  in ten d ed  
aud ience  of th e  Book of Jo shua sy m path izes  w ith  th e  C anaan ites w h en  Joshua, at 
G o d 's  com m and  a n d  w ith  H is  aid , invades one city  after ano ther, k illing  "all the 
sou ls th a t w ere  there in ; h e  le t n o n e  rem ain "  [see, e.g., Jo shua 10:37]). R eaders 
m ore  a ttu n ed  to  possib le  in justices in  th e  W est—for exam ple, read e rs  n o t p leased  
b y  th e  im peria lism  of th e  N u m en o rean s  in  estab lish ing  G on d o r to  beg in  w ith , by  
th e  fu n d am en ta lly  an tidem ocra tic  social o rgan iza tions, o r th e  lack  of o p p o rtu n ity  
for those  n o t im m orta lly  e stab lished  a t th e  top  of th e  h ie ra rch y  in  L o th lo rien  or 
R ivendell (w here C eleborn  an d  G alad rie l a n d  E lrond  h ave  ru led  for th o u san d s  of 
y ea rs )—m ig h t be  m ore  o p en  to a w o rld  in  w h ich  S auron  or S arum an  is 
v ictorious. W ho know s? F rom  th e  O rcs' p o in t of v iew , th e  W ar of th e  R ing  m ay  
very  w ell be seen as a  w ar of E lvish  an d  G o ndorian  aggression  ag a in s t th e ir ow n  
w ays of life. In  these  texts, T o lk ien 's O rcs are  g iven  ju s t en o u g h  h u m a n ity  to 
m ake  one w onder.
So, w h en  you  re read  The Hobbit a n d  The Lord o f the Rings (or w h en  you  
w atch  the m ovies, in c lu d in g  The Hobbit film s cu rren tly  in  p roduction ), b y  all 
m ean s cheer on  y o u r g o o d -n a tu red  H obb it heroes, respec t th e  in d u s trio u s  an d  
fa ith fu l D w arves, ad m ire  th e  w ise  an d  b eau tifu l Elf leaders, an d  celebrate the 
courage  a n d  skill of th e  nob le  h u m a n  w arrio rs. B ut also, in  som e sm all p a r t of 
y o u r im ag ination , ra ise  a g lass to  S hagra t an d  G orbag, to  U g luk  an d  G rishnakh , 
to  Bolg an d  A zog, a n d  to  som e b illion  u n n a m e d  b u t still " 'ra tio n a l incarna te ' 
c rea tu res" w ho  strugg le  to m ake  a  life w o rth  liv ing  in  th is perilous realm . 
Perhaps, in  som e d iv ine  p lan  on ly  h in te d  a t in  th e ir o w n  m etaphysics, it is the 
O rcs w ho  w ill in h e rit M idd le-earth .
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